Taigh Chearsabhagh, North Uist

A museum and art gallery based on North Uist has enjoyed a huge increase in visitor numbers this summer, which they attribute to the Road Equivalent Tariff pilot (RET). Taigh Chearsabhagh, located next to the ferry terminal at Lochmaddy, has seen an increase in visitor numbers of 60% compared to the same time last year.

Built in 1741 and previously used as a workshop for North Uist Estate, the building was leased to a charitable trust  in 1993 - the Taigh Chearsabhagh Trust - formed by the North Uist Historical Society (Comann Eachdraidh Uibhist a Tuath) (CEUT) and the Uist Arts Association. 
Restored and extended during 1994, Taigh Chearsabhagh opened to the public in March 1995 with an emphasis on community involvement. The initial project was funded through LEADER I, Western Isles Enterprise, the Foundation for Sports and The Arts, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar and private fundraising.
In January 2001 Tessa Jackson, Director of the Scottish Arts Council, opened an extension funded by The Scottish Arts Council National Lottery Fund with contributions from Western Isles Enterprise. It contains a third exhibition area, an artists' studio and a Cafe with views out over the loch. Some 30,000 people now visit the centre every year.
Taigh Chearsabhagh has noticed a marked difference in visitors since the introduction of RET. Chief Executive Dana MacPhee notes: "Visitor numbers are definitely up from the same time last year and takings are also up at the museum, café and shop. There is a charge to enter the museum and with visitor numbers at the museum up 60%, takings are also obviously up. There has also been a 20% increase in trading at the café and shop."

Despite this, Dana recognises that it is difficult to tell whether the additional visitors are coming as a direct result of RET: "Other contributing factors may be more people having 'staycations' as a result of the economic situation or people opting for 'greener' holidays, but RET would definitely be at the top of our list as a reason for the increase in visitors."

Another difficulty is determining where the additional visitors are coming from, especially when the centre is very busy. There has been a notable increase in visitors from the mainland and England though and many of the additional visitors seem to be new and not returning families. Another point to note is the increase in campervans in the area, which is viewed by Taigh Chearsabhagh as a good thing. Out of all the increased camper van traffic, there has only been one negative incident - the rest of the visitors have "been great".

Dana has also spoken informally to people at Calmac who tell her the ferries in and out of Lochmaddy are packed with visitors. "It is difficult to tell whether many of these visitors are coming straight to Taigh Chearsabhagh but its position next to the ferry terminal is a bonus and no doubt helps to attract the additional visitors." she says.
